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In 1982 the Supreme Court ruled 
that states and school districts 
cannot deny education to illegal 
alien children residing here. Issues 
in estimating the costs of providing 
education to them are of interest 
because (1) policy discussions 
concerning illegal immigration 
often focus on cost impacts; (2) 
potential costs are borne mostly at 
the state and local levels; and (3) 
the Congress could authorize 
federal reimbursement for benefits 
provided to illegal aliens, based on 
estimated state costs or numbers of 
illegal aliens. 

The foreign-born population is 
growing and is concentrated in 
certain states; the illegal immigrant 
component is thought to be 
substantial. Concerns about 
education costs may reflect 
“squeezed” state and local budgets, 
rising school enrollments, and 
overcrowded schools. 

To address the potential for 
estimating the costs of educating 
illegal alien schoolchildren, this 
report (1) identifies major 
government sources of relevant 
data, (2) describes a Census 
Bureau plan for developing new 
information, and (3) outlines cost- 
estimation approaches. 

GAO provided a draft of this report 
to the National Center for 
Education Statistics, the 
Department of Homeland Security, 
and the Census Bureau. The 
agencies informed GAO they had 
no formal comments. 



www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt7GAO-04-733. 

To view the full product, including the scope 
and methodology, click on the link above. 
For more information, contact Nancy 
Kingsbury at (202) 512-2700 or 
kingsburyn@gao.gov. 



Current government information is not sufficient to directly estimate the state- 
by-state costs of educating illegal alien schoolchildren. Although a variety of 
data are available, no government source estimates the numbers of illegal alien 
schoolchildren for most or all states. Specifically: 

• States and local areas record data on school enrollment and costs but not 
on immigration status. In response to GAO’s survey, a few states estimated 
costs of educating illegal alien children, based partly on assumptions. 

• The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) maintains enrollment 
and cost data — but has no information on immigration status. 

• The Department of Homeland Security (DHS) developed state-by-state 
estimates of the illegal alien population, but the estimates do not break out 
age groups and are subject to methodological limitations. 

The Census Bureau is developing a plan to estimate the size of the resident 
illegal alien population, indirectly by age group and state. This new 
information might help in developing state-by-state estimates of the number of 
school-age illegal alien children. However, the plan does not specify the age 
groups to be estimated, faces technical challenges, and depends upon future 
funding. Overall, it is too early to evaluate the Census Bureau’s plan. 

The simplest approach to estimating the costs of educating illegal alien 
children is to multiply average current per pupil expenditures by the estimated 
number of illegal alien schoolchildren separately for each state (see fig.). At 
present, government information is insufficient for developing reliable 
estimates based on this approach. If the Census Bureau’s plan proves 
successful, relevant data would be available by 2007-09. Taking account of 
cost determinants such as variation in local area expenditures, student needs, 
and school capacity requires additional data. 



Simplest Approach to State-by-State Cost Estimation 




Data currently available 
from National Center 
for Education Statistics 



No government 
estimate; by 2007-09, 
Census may estimate 
illegal aliens by age 



Reliable estimates 
based on government 
data are not currently 
possible 



X 



Each state's cost of 
educating illegal alien 
schoolchildren 



Estimated number of 
illegal alien schoolchildren 
in each state 



Each state's average 
per pupil expenditures 



Sources: GAO (analysis), NCES (per pupil expenditure data), Census Bureau (estimation plans), U.S. Department of Education (photo). 



United States General Accounting Office 






Contents 


Letter 




1 




Results in Brief 


2 




Background 


3 




Objectives, Scope, and Methodology 


10 




Currently Available Government Information 

The Census Bureau’s Plans for Estimating Illegal Immigrants Are 


12 




Preliminary 


18 




Approaches to Cost Estimation 


21 




Observations 


28 




Agency Comments 


28 


Table 


Table 1: Cost Categories Relevant to the School-Capacity Approach 


27 



Figures 



Figure 1: Total Foreign-Born Population (Legal and Illegal) in Key 

States, 1990 and 2000 7 

Figure 2: Simplest State-by-State Estimation Approach 22 



Abbreviations 


ACS 


American Community Survey 


CPS 


Current Population Survey 


DHS 


Department of Homeland Security 


ELL 


English language learner 


INS 


Immigration and Naturalization Service 


NCES 


National Center for Education Statistics 


TPS 


temporary protected status 


This is a work of the U.S. government and is not subject to copyright protection in the 
United States. It may be reproduced and distributed in its entirety without further 
permission from GAO. However, because this work may contain copyrighted images or 
other material, permission from the copyright holder may be necessary if you wish to 
reproduce this material separately. 



Page i 



GAO-04-733 Estimating Costs of Illegal Alien Schoolchildren 



Accountability * Integrity * Reliability 



United States General Accounting Office 
Washington, DC 20548 



June 21, 2004 

The Honorable F. James Sensenbrenner, Jr. 

Chairman 

Committee on the Judiciary 
House of Representatives 

Dear Mr. Chairman: 

Reliable data are needed to support policy decisions in the area of illegal 
immigration, but such data have often been lacking or inadequate. 1 In this 
report, we respond to your request that we examine the potential for 
estimating state-by-state costs of public schooling for illegal alien children, 
based on government information. 2 

As you know, the U.S. Supreme Court has ruled that states and school 
districts cannot deny K-12 education to resident children who are illegal 
aliens. Government estimates of the state-by-state costs of educating them 
would, however, be policy relevant for a number of reasons, such as the 
potential for federal reimbursement to states. 

Because government estimates are not available at present, in this report 
we (1) identify currently available government information, (2) describe 
the Census Bureau’s plan for developing new information, and (3) outline 
possible approaches to estimating costs and, for each approach, briefly 
assess whether needed information is currently available or planned. 

GAO collected relevant information through a survey of 20 states, did 
outreach through associations of governors and mayors, conducted 



'See U.S. Commission on Immigration Reform, Becoming an American: Immigration and 
Immigrant Policy (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1997), pp. 194-98. We 
pointed to this issue in U.S. General Accounting Office, Immigration Statistics: 
Information Gaps, Quality Issues Limit Utility of Federal Data to Policymakers, 
GAO/GGD-98- 1 64 (Washington, D.C., July 31, 1998), pp. 12-13 and 22-24. 

According to data from the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), the 
proportion of students in private elementary and secondary schools has changed little over 
the past 10 years, remaining around 11 percent; we do not include or discuss expenditures 
by private schools in this report. 



Page 1 



GAO-04-733 Estimating Costs of Illegal Alien Schoolchildren 



Results in Brief 



interviews at federal agencies, performed a literature review, and 
consulted with experts. 



Overall, our review indicates that at present, government information is 
not sufficient for directly estimating the state-by-state costs of providing 
public schooling to illegal alien children. Specifically: 

• Government data include a variety of information on school 
expenditures and on the foreign-born population. However, estimates 
of the numbers of illegal alien schoolchildren, by state, are lacking. 

• The Census Bureau has outlined a preliminary plan to develop indirect 
state-by-state estimates of the resident illegal alien population by age. 
Such estimates could help determine the number of schoolchildren in 
that population. But even if age-group estimates are successfully 
developed, they would not be available before 2007-09. 

• Approaches to state-by-state cost estimation differ in the extent to 
which they attempt to account for various factors that can affect costs, 
but all approaches require data on or estimates of the number of illegal 
alien schoolchildren in each state. 

State governments and school districts routinely record school 
enrollments and dollar expenditures. Although a few states responded to 
our survey with estimates of the costs of educating illegal alien children, 
none actually collect data on children’s immigration status. 

At the federal level, the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) 
centrally maintains data on school enrollment and expenditures, as well as 
certain other information. (For example, NCES has collected data on 
school overcrowding for a sample of areas.) But like the states and school 
districts, NCES has no data on the immigration status of schoolchildren. 

The Census Bureau collects citizenship data on foreign-bom U.S. 
residents, including children, but does not ask further questions about 
immigration status. 

The Department of Homeland Security (DHS) has developed indirect state- 
by-state estimates of the size of the resident illegal population, but these 
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Background 



estimates do not break out age groups; the DHS estimates are subject to 
methodological limitations as well. 3 

The Census Bureau has outlined a plan for research to develop age-group 
estimates for the resident illegal immigrant population, by geographic 
divisions (states and selected counties), with trends across time. It is too 
early to judge the quality of this plan, but if it is successfully implemented, 
it could help quantify the school-age portion of the resident illegal alien 
population. The Census Bureau also suggested that other government 
agencies might expand on its planned population estimates — for example, 
by developing further estimates on the extent to which illegal alien 
children attend public schools or require special programs. 

The simplest approach to estimating state-by-state costs multiplies current 
average per pupil expenditures for each state by an estimate of the number 
of illegal alien children attending school in that state. Other approaches 
take account of potentially key cost factors, including cost variations 
across local areas within a state and higher costs for students needing 
special programs, such as English Language Learner (ELL) programs. 4 Yet 
another approach assesses the role of enrollment growth, school capacity, 
and “incremental costs.” 5 All these approaches require estimates of 
numbers of illegal alien schoolchildren by state. 

We provided a draft of this report to the Census Bureau, DHS, and NCES. 
The agencies informed us that they had no formal comments, but we 
received informal comments from the Census Bureau and NCES on minor 
technical points and made changes in the report as appropriate. 



In 1982, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that it would be unconstitutional for 
any state or school district to deny K-12 education to a child residing in 
that state or school district on the basis of the child’s being an illegal 



3 DHS estimates use decennial census data on the foreign-born population and 
administrative data on legal immigrants, among other sources. These estimates are termed 
“indirect” because information on the illegal immigrant population is not directly collected; 
instead, a variety of other estimates (some marked by uncertainty) are combined to project 
state-by-state figures for this population. 

4 The term English language learner is defined in the Background section of this report (see 

p. 10). 

theoretically, in schools or classes with excess capacity, enrollment growth might not 
cause overcrowding, and incremental per pupil costs might be lower than average per pupil 
costs. Otherwise, the opposite would hold true. 
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